Operationalisation of realist synthesis as a PhD student; what works, for whom, and in what circumstances? by Somervile, Susan et al.
Citation: Somervile, Susan, Cooper, Christina, Wilmot, Sarah, Dalkin, Sonia and Lhussier, 
Monique (2016) Operationalisation of realist synthesis as a PhD student; what works, for 
whom, and in what circumstances? In: Centre for the Advancement of Realist Evaluation and 
Synthesis (CARES) 2016, 03 - 05 Oct 2016, London, UK. 
URL: 
This  version  was  downloaded  from  Northumbria  Research  Link: 
http://nrl.northumbria.ac.uk/28001/
Northumbria University has developed Northumbria Research Link (NRL) to enable users to 
access the University’s research output. Copyright © and moral rights for items on NRL are 
retained by the individual author(s) and/or other copyright owners.  Single copies of full items 
can be reproduced,  displayed or  performed,  and given to  third parties in  any format  or 
medium for personal research or study, educational, or not-for-profit purposes without prior 
permission or charge, provided the authors, title and full bibliographic details are given, as 
well  as a hyperlink and/or URL to the original metadata page. The content must  not  be 
changed in any way. Full items must not be sold commercially in any format or medium 
without  formal  permission  of  the  copyright  holder.   The  full  policy  is  available  online: 
http://nrl.northumbria.ac.uk/policies.html
This document may differ from the final, published version of the research and has been 
made available online in accordance with publisher policies. To read and/or cite from the 
published version of the research, please visit the publisher’s website (a subscription may be 
required.)
Operationalisation of realist synthesis  
as a PhD student; what works, for whom,  
and in what circumstances?  
Susan Somerville1, Christina Cooper2, Sarah Wilmot2, Sonia Dalkin2, Monique Lhussier2
1NHS Education for Scotland; 2Northumbria University
INTRODUCTION
Operaionalisaion of realist methods can be challenging (Dalkin et al., 2015). Protocols and standards exist in the literature 
to guide the process of realist informed research (Greenhalgh et al., 2011, 2015; Rycrot Malone et al., 2012; Saul et al, 
2013; Blane et al., 2015). Realist methodologies are advocated for the exploraion of complex intervenions, in a variety 
of subject areas and the applicaion of these protocols and standards is likely to require individually tailored approaches. 
This heterogeneity is challenging for realist novices, especially those who ind themselves working on research as doctoral 
students, and so more alone than is the norm in realist research. 
OBJECTIVE
This poster illustrates the 
varied approaches taken 
by three doctoral students 
applying realist methodologies 
as part of a PhD. 
Project 1: Susan Somerville
The mobile clinical skills and simulaion facility was unique 
in the UK at the ime of its launch (2009), and is now the 
subject of this PhD. Published literature is very limited 
regarding mobile simulaion, so grey literature, ield 
trips and stakeholder interviews are the sources of data 
indorsed as part of a realist synthesis. The realisaion that 
the collecion and analysis of such data for theorizing was 
validaing and was pivotal in my developing understanding. 
This PhD was originally designed to be sequenial; a realist 
synthesis which would inform a realist evaluaion. The 
sequence and weighing of this 2-part study is generaing 
much relecing, reasoning, mediaing and judgement 
within this team of student and supervisors, none of 
whom are experienced realists. 
Project 2: Chrisina Cooper
As a PhD student new to both realist 
methods, and the subject area, prevenion 
of risk behaviour in adolescents, a large 
amount of ime was spent submerged 
in the literature. Unfamiliarity with 
the speciics of the subject impacted 
on both retroducive theorizing, and 
applicaion to ethics in order to carry out 
consultaions with key stakeholders. A key 
issue in this was reaching an agreement 
on when consultaion becomes primary 
data in relaion to research governance. 
Addressing and resolving methodological 
issues is an ongoing process.
Project 3: Sarah Wilmot
Saul et al’s (2013) protocol for a 
rapid realist review (RRR) suggests 
a composiion of essenial team 
members. My RRR was undertaken 
as part of a PhD, therefore, instead 
of engaging a local reference group 
and expert panel throughout the 
RRR as Saul et al. (2013) suggest, 
guidance was sought from the PhD 
supervision team, who have a breadth 
of knowledge of care planning and 
realist methodology and thus fulil the 
role of the local reference group and 
expert panel.
DISCUSSION
Looking for a Realist recipe is a natural yearning as a PhD 
student who is unfamiliar or uncertain about using this 
methodology. Three PhD students have undertaken diferent 
approaches to their realist studies modifying the standards, 
protocols and methods to ind a bespoke way to explore their 
respecive, unique and complex intervenions with a realist 
lens. The acceptance of uncertainty and the importance of 
theorizing from a plethora of sources is fundamental for 
realist doctoral students. 
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METHODOLOGY
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